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This paper described a study designed to examine pre-service teachers’ teaching experiences and challenges with the school 
administrators,  mentor,  supervisor,  as well  as teaching and learning process.   A total  of 38 students (which onwards cited as 
trainee teachers) of TESL (Executive) programme at the Faculty of Education, National University of Malaysia who had 
completed their two months teaching practicum in various schools in Malaysia responded to a set of open-ended questions.  The 
results showed that as a whole, the trainee teachers indicated positive comments on their relationship with school administrator 
regarding the administrators’ attitude towards the trainee teachers and the cooperation given by the administrators in managing 
the trainee teachers.  They also felt that their mentor had guided and helped them a lot in terms of teaching and learning process 
as well as in managing the class.  Apart from that, the findings also indicated that the trainee teachers found that their 
supervisors were very helpful and supportive and they did not have problems with the school environment.  However, 
challenges can be seen in terms of the students’ attitude towards the trainee teachers and the learning of the language, students’ 
motivation, students’ discipline, and support system.  The findings also indicated that the trainee teachers were having problems 
in coping with the bias issue as most of them are from China.   
© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. 
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1.  Introduction 
 
     In order for Malaysia to move towards a knowledgeable-based economy and be a sustainable developed 
country, the development of human capital should be a priority.  It is important that teachers play their role 
effectively in shaping this human capital especially in the teaching and learning process.  Therefore, it is essential 
that quality  training should be given to beginner teachers in preparing them for the important task.  Naish (1990) in 
Siti Zohara  
Yassin (2005) suggested that teachers’ educators have to make sure the teachers produced are professional and 
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teachers.  The roles of teaching practicum in preparing the beginner teachers are numerous.  Nevertheless, there are 
still a lot of beginner teachers who are not ready to face the challenges in the classrooms.  A review of the 
pedagogical research literature that focuses specifically on this practicum aspect suggests that educators across the 
professions are recognizing the importance of enhancing this practical element (Carnegie, 2006; Clift & Brady, 
2005).   
      This paper will report the results of a study that investigated the concerns of the BEd TESL students (which 
onwards cited as trainee teachers) in various schools in Selangor, Kuala Lumpur and Negeri Sembilan.  Data were 
gathered through a post-practicum reflection form regarding the trainee teachers’ teaching experiences and 
challenges with the school administrators, mentor, supervisor, as well as teaching and learning process.  An 
overview will be provided of the general finding of the analysis, supported by responses.   
 
2. Literature Review 
 
2.1 Why teaching practicum is important? 
 
      A supervised practical experience of on-the-job training (variously known as practicum, clinical training, 
internship, depending on the discipline) forms an essential part of the pre-service preparation of professionals across 
disciplines (Ralph, 2007).   Teaching practicum is a required core course in language teacher education programmes.  
In the teaching practicum, teachers are assigned to a mentor teacher and teach and observe in a language class for a 
certain number of hours (Ishihara, 2005).  Sometimes they are also required to do some course readings, write a 
reflective journal, and are observed or videotaped, in addition to other requirements (Kamhi-Stein, 2000; Porter, 
2000; Richards & Lockhart, 1996).   
 
2.1.1 The Role of Teaching Practicum 
 
      Teaching practicum can be considered as the most important part in training a teacher.  It is generally believed 
that trainee teachers can learn by observing an expert through the hands-on experience of teaching (Collins et al., 
1989).  The teaching practicum experiences that trainee teachers completed are linked to their courses and are 
critical to their growth and development as teachers.  Furthermore, the teaching practicum provides the opportunity 
to make critical connections between theory and practice.  Placing the students in an extended field experience gives 
them the opportunity to assume the responsibilities of a practising teacher (Ewart & Straw, 2005).  Teachers create 
their own interpretation of teaching in the real context and that conceptual knowledge or theory that they have learnt 
can be truly meaningful only when it is situated in their own classroom practice through the process of “sense-
making” (K. E. Johnson, 1996).  The practicum is of particular importance in teacher education programmes, as it is 
the central and perhaps the sole course that assures extensive sense-making opportunities in actual teaching contexts 




      For trainee teachers, attending the practicum can be the worst nightmare.  The practicum itself may represent a 
painful experience.  Therefore, it is important to identify what makes the pre-service teachers feel horrific about 
practicum.  Pre-service teachers who were placed at schools for their teaching practicum usually had problems in 
coping themselves with the new environment.  The problems are seen as the challenges that the trainee teachers had 
faced in completing their teaching practicum.   
      In discussing the challenges, we would like to refer to the challenges faced by novice teachers.  This is because, 
pre-service teachers are also assumed as new in the profession.  Aldrich (1990) and Pushkin (2001) in Siti Zohara 
Yassin(2005)  assume that  these  new teachers  do  not  know how to  teach.   The  same thing  happens  to  the  trainee  
teachers.  This is because they are still being influenced by their experience during their school time (Darling-
Hammond, 2006).  With regard to their ability to teach, many scholars find that they do not have content-knowledge 
and they do not know the appropriate teaching method for their students (Darling-Hammond, 2006).  As new person 
in school, the trainee teachers must be able to suit themselves in a school organization. 
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      There are some issues experienced by trainee teachers in their practicum which have been investigated in the 
language teacher education literature.  Brinton and Holten (1989) in Ishihara (2005) report recurring themes that 
emerged in the reflective journals written by novice native and nonnative English-speaking teachers in the practicum 
and show that most of the them dealt with pedagogical issues such as curriculum and methodology, teaching 
techniques, materials, and student population.  Another theme dealt with teachers’ self-awareness, namely the 
formation of a new social identity or a “new persona as teacher” (Polio & Wilson-Duffy, 1998).  In addition to these 
primarily instructional issues experienced by trainee teachers in the practicum, there are some additional challenges 
reported by many nonnative English-speaking international student teachers (Ishihara 2005).  As discussed in 
Ishihara (2005), while teaching in the practicum, there are many other concerns raise such as English proficiency 
and self-esteem, as well as, cultural knowledge of the content matter (Polio & Wilson-Duffy, 1998).  Thomas (2006) 
highlights the language, cultural (diversity) and environmental barriers experienced by four American pre-service 
teachers in Central America.  Chung (2002) investigated the challenges of developing effective teaching strategies 
of pre-service teachers through quality feedback from supervisors.  Ong et al. (2004) identify five challenges that 
burden the pre-service teachers which are supervision, environment, workload, pedagogical knowledge and content 
knowledge.  Muhammad Kamarul Kabilan and Raja Ida (2008) conducted a study on Malaysia English language 
teachers and found that parts of the main challenges were students’ mixed-ability and the use of mother-tongue in 
English language lesson.  Besides that, international students, who are often nonnative speakers of English might 
probably face a challenge in teaching English as a second language (ESL) in a country where English is a second 
language.  The international students could have gone through a different setting where they learnt English at their 
hometown as a foreign language (EFL).  They have to teach in an unfamiliar setting where they were not educated 
(Polio & Wilson-Duffy, 1998).  International students are unlike Malaysia nonnative English-speaking teachers who 
usually share the students’ first language and have in-depth knowledge of the student population and the educational 
setting (Ishihara, 2005).  International student teachers are often unfamiliar with many aspects of their own teaching 
placements and diversity found in their classes.  Polio and Wilson-Duffy (1998) recognize that such contextual 
knowledge is unlikely to be taught in the program’s courses and that it may often be left to international student 
teachers to learn through experience.  
      These researchers also found that many practicum students lacked skills in professional reflection and self-
evaluation, which further reduced the ultimate benefit they received from the practicum experience.  Levine (2006) 
and Whitcomb et al. (2007) acknowledged that some institutions have been effective in adequately preparing new 
teachers for the 21st century.  This problem has hindered the integration of theory and practice.  Many teacher 
education curricula appear to come up short in providing their teacher candidates with appropriate practicum 
learning experiences to prepare them to teach in difficult settings, such as "high need schools", 
multicultural/multilingual settings, and inner city neighbourhoods (Ralph, 2007).  Overall, Burke (2006) suggests 




      The research design for the study uses open-ended questionnaire in the form of post-practicum reflection forms.  
Considering the questions and the purpose of the study, we find that it is most appropriate to analyse the data 
qualitatively in order to maximize depth of the insights generated (Punch 2005).  Through the open-ended 
questionnaire, we believed that the responses given could provide an insight view of the problem.  The trainee 
teachers could also describe their experiences and challenges without any restriction.  A total of 38 students of batch 
1 intake 2006/2007 who had undergone their teaching practicum were involved in this study.  Post-practicum 
reflection form was used as the instrument in order to collect the data.  The post-practicum reflection form was 
provided by the faculty and was translated into English.  It was given to all 39 students upon their completion of 
teaching practicum and was collected during a post-practicum seminar.  However, out of those 39 students, only 38 
of them returned the form.  One did not return because he went back to China for medical reason.  The data obtained 
from the post-practicum reflection form were put into categories to analyse.  
     There were 11 local trainee teachers (Malaysian) whereas a 37 of the trainee teachers were from China involved 
in  this  study.   Out  of  those  11  local  trainee  teachers,  1  of  them was  a  male  and the  rest  were  female.   As  for  the  
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Chinese trainee teachers, 3 of them were male and 24 were female.  Overall, based on gender, there were 4 male and 
24 female trainee teachers involved in this study.   
 
4. Findings and Discussion 
 
4.1 The trainee teachers’ experiences 
 
      Based on the trainee teachers’ responses, there are a lot of experiences that had been gained by the trainee 
teachers.  The findings showed that most of the trainee teachers experienced good treatment by the school 
administrators during their two months teaching practicum.  Most of the trainee teachers’ responses mentioned about 
how the school welcomed them and gave them good cooperation especially in providing information and details 
about the school.  This was a good experience probably because otherwise it  could be a big challenge for them to 
build up good relationship with school administrators.  This finding complement the finding of Ralph (2007) who 
report that the highest responses given by students on the positive aspects of practicum which is supportive 
relationship by school staffs.  It was believed that probably good relationship could create positive environment for 
the trainee teachers and motivate them in undergoing their teaching practicum.     
      Apart from the good treatment, the trainee teachers also touched on positive attitude of the school administrators.  
Even though most of the trainee teachers were from China, they were happy that the school administrators accepted 
them very well and showed positive attitude towards them.  The teachers were very friendly and helped them to be 
comfortable with the environment.  This was probably because they were in the process of acculturation.  Even 
though the China trainee teachers had been studying in Malaysia for about two years, it was still something new to 
them as in the school, they were exposed to more new things and experienced more new culture.  Probably before 
they were posted for their teaching practicum, they did not really go through with the acculturation process as they 
might mingle around their group (China students).  In the school, they went through with the process of 
acculturation and socialization which require lots of interaction.        
      The trainee teachers also described their good experiences with their mentors and supervisors who had given 
them with guidance and support especially in providing them with books and teaching materials.  The trainee 
teachers commented that their mentor always support them and gave them lots of advices and tips on how to teach 
effectively.  Another experience that was mentioned by the trainee teachers about their mentor was about the 
credibility of their mentor.  This was probably because most of the mentors were very experienced teachers and 
were professional in carrying their responsibilities as mentor.  As for the supervisors, majority of the trainee teachers 
stated that their supervisor treated them nicely for example the supervisors always helped them in improving their 
teaching and they were being kind to them.  The trainee teachers also stated that their supervisor was very friendly 
and had been very patience.  One trainee teacher said that her supervisor was so humorous and friendly.   
      Overall, most of the trainee teachers believed that the experiences that they had gained are so valuable and it 
helps them in improving themselves especially in the teaching.  One trainee teacher said:          
  
“…I prepared before I went to teach.  Of course, it needs students’ cooperation 
in class. I took them to multimedia room and tried to make my classes 
interesting. I found students like to participate and they were very active in 
learning the language.  Some students were always quite in my class, they were 
very shy to express themselves and didn’t ask or even answer to questions.  I 
encouraged them to open their mouth and gave them confidence.” (Respondent, 
China, female) 
 
      It was believed that the experiences had granted the trainee teacher in applying from theory to practice.  The 
teaching practicum provided them with a setting, in which to develop their professional knowledge and skills.  A 
conducive atmosphere was also created to allow them to try their wings by experimenting with different techniques, 
and by self-reflecting and making adjustments according to feedback received as well as establishing a positive 
environment for the trainee teacher to engage in professional collaboration and to profit from mutual support.  It is 
generally believed that trainee teachers can learn by observing an expert through the hands-on experience of 
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teaching (Collins et al. 1989).  This is also supported by Ewart and Straw (2005) that placing the students in an 
extended field experience gives them the opportunity to assume the responsibilities of a practising teacher. 
 
4.2 The Challenges 
 
      Apart  from  the  experiences  that  they  gained,  there  were  also  a  lot  of  challenges  that  they  have  to  deal  with.   
Based on the findings, the main challenges faced by the trainee teachers were the cultural differences, applying from 
theory to practice especially on appropriate teaching methodology or strategy, students’ discipline as well as the 
relationship with mentors and supervisors. 
     It was found that most of the trainee teachers from China mentioned about negative attitude that they received 
from the administrators towards them.  They commented that there were some staffs that were unfriendly and 
always talked behind them and condemned the trainee teachers.  This was probably because most of the trainee 
teachers were from China and they might have difficulties in trying to make them become accepted by the school 
society because of the cultural differences.  Therefore, it led to misunderstanding.  This finding supported by 
Ishihara (2005) who suggests in a cross-cultural interaction, differences in speech style may cause 
misunderstandings.  Not only do these misunderstandings hamper successful communication, but they are also likely 
to induce negative stereotypes of another culture (Ishihara, 2005).  Eventually, it leads to negative perception and 
negative attitude towards each other.  Apart from that, the misunderstanding might also result in being bias.  The 
(China)  trainee  teachers  felt  that  the  school  administrators  were  bias  towards  them.   Since  most  of  the  trainee  
teachers were from China, they felt like the administrators and the teachers did not cooperate well with them 
because they did not like Chinese.  This finding complement the finding by Wan (1999) who documented that for 
Chinese students, the most common difficulty is associated with discrimination.  However, these responses only 
came from those who had their teaching practicum in Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan (SMK).  One trainee teachers 
(China) who had teaching practicum at a Chinese school in Negeri Sembilan did not face this kind of challenges.  
This was probably because the trainee teacher was surrounded by people who came from similar background 
(Chinese) and it provided them with a comfortable environment.  The finding is supported by Huntley (1993) found 
that Chinese students tend to live with Chinese, and thus retreat socially to Chinese community.  
      It was clear that the trainee teachers (China) had problems in making themselves comfortable with the new 
culture.  The finding is in line with the finding by Al-Sharideh and Goe (1998) who suggest that international 
students frequently encounter problems in adjusting to their new social environment.   
      It was also found that most of the trainee teachers were facing with difficulties in teaching methodology.  It 
seems like they were having problem in applying what they have learnt into real context/situation.  The challenge 
could be seen when the trainee teachers were dealing with mixed-ability students.  One of the challenges that they 
had to  deal  with  was  when they  had to  teach  the  students  according to  their  ability  and proficiency.   One trainee  
teacher expressed:   
   
“..teaching and learning process is differ according to the level of students…the 
intermediate students enjoyed hands-on activity rather than reading the 
textbook.  The advance students had no problem dealing with the textbook and 
they could read the textbook patiently and analyzing the content of the text. 
Through the teaching training, the students showed excitement in learning 
grammar, vocabulary and literature but least interested in writing essay.” 
(Respondent, China, female) 
 
      However, the courses on teaching English as second language (TESL) methods, curricular and pedagogy that 
they have attended at the faculty had helped them to cope with this challenge.  It was also reported that the trainee 
teachers had to overcome problem with students who had negative attitude towards learning the language.  They 
also had to find appropriate teaching strategies especially when dealing with this kind of students.  It really 
challenged the trainee teachers as they had to think of ways on how to tackle the students’ interest particularly 
students from the weaker class.  One trainee teachers wrote: 
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“As for the lower class, the students were not interested in learning.  Actually, it 
was a tough job to handle the lower class.  I had to be patient with the students 
who always created problems in the classroom.” (Respondent, Malaysia, female 
[Bumiputra]) 
 
      Besides that, another main challenge that they came across with was the language barriers that occurs among the 
trainee teachers and the students as well as some of the teachers or staffs.  Since most of the trainee teachers are 
from  China,  they  are  only  able  to  communicate  in  Mandarin  or  English.   Because  of  the  students’  low  level  of  
proficiency, it was difficult for them to interact and communicate since they could speak neither Mandarin nor 
English.  The students preferred to use Bahasa Malaysia to communicate which was a problem to the Chinese 
trainee teachers.  These findings are in line with the findings by Muhammad Kamarul Kabilan and Raja Ida (2008) 
which found that parts of the main challenges faced by Malaysia English language teachers were students’ mixed-
ability and the use of mother-tongue in English language lesson.  Teaching English as second language was also part 
of the challenges for the trainee teachers from China.  This was probably because they need to make themselves 
familiar with what they are going to teach as English is taught as second language (ESL) in Malaysia compared to 
their country (China) where English is taught as foreign language (EFL).  This finding supports the finding by Polio 
and Wilson-Duffy (1998) who report that they have to teach in an unfamiliar setting where they were not educated.  
International students are unlike Malaysia nonnative English-speaking teachers who usually share the students’ first 
language and have in-depth knowledge of the student population and the educational setting (Ishihara 2005). 
      As for the challenges with their mentors and supervisor, it could be seen that the findings for both mentors and 
supervisors were quite similar.  The findings revealed that the trainee teachers mentioned about lacks of 
communication either with their mentors or their supervisors.  The mentors were said to be very busy that they 
rarely had the chance to communicate with the trainee teachers.  There is one trainee teacher who complained that 
she did not get well with her mentor.  Probably, they felt that communication with mentors was very important as 
they need some guidance on how to come out with a good teaching technique and strategies.  It was also 
surprisingly that there were mentors who did not want to enter the trainee teachers’ lesson and observe them.  Some 
mentors were found to be busy and moody.  Besides that, some of the trainee teachers also commented that their 
mentors were not experienced in teaching.  The findings also indicated that there were a number of challenges 
mentioned  by  the  trainee  teachers  pertaining  to  their  supervisors.   It  was  found  that  most  of  the  trainee  teachers  
commented that there were lacks of communication between the trainee teachers and their supervisors.  This had 
become one of the challenges probably because it is important for the trainee teachers and their supervisors to have 
good interaction in order to improve their teaching skills and eventually obtain good grade for their teaching 
practicum.   
      Despite of all the challenges that the trainee teachers had mentioned, the core lesson of the teaching practicum 
that they had attended was how they dealt with all these challenges.  It was believed that the trainee teachers could 




      We believe that the findings have implications for the teaching practicum of the preparation for beginner 
teachers. All the experiences they had obtained and the challenges that they had to deal with are part of the learning 
process for them in becoming a good teacher.  It is hoped that the faculty would recognize that students' views in 
providing valuable insights in maintaining the positive aspects and overcoming the negative ones.  Based on the 
findings, the faculty could improve the teaching practicum programme in order to reduce the tense and fearful of 
becoming a teacher.  The information could also help the faculty in understanding the TESL pre-service teachers so 
that better teachers could be produced.  It is also hoped that this study will provide an drive for further investigation 
in the area of language teacher development.  Higher Learning Institution and Teacher Education Institution (IPG) 
could also come out with a better teaching practicum programme as the practicum is the core element in educating 
beginning teachers.   
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